WITH SO MUCH ATTENTION FOCUSED ON EFFORTS TO REform health care in the United States, it is easy to lose sight of the even more daunting health problems faced in other parts of the world. Many poor countries fail to provide even the barest minimum of health services to their citizens. Annual per capita health spending in the United States is greater than combined per capita health care spending in the poorest 70 countries. Living conditions in many places are grim, and life expectancies in developed nations are 30 years longer than in developing countries.
Caring for the World: A Guidebook to Global Health Opportunities describes these and other challenges in global health, but its main purpose is to serve as a manual for those interested in trying to address them. It presents detailed information about a wide range of options for doing so, the rewards and difficulties involved, and issues to take into account in planning and carrying out such a project.
The book sets the context with a brief overview of the field. The authors acknowledge that each of the topics covered, including human immunodeficiency virus/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria, and maternal and child health, could be the subject of a chapter or book of its own. They note the progress that has been achieved in important areas, such as a marked reduction in extreme poverty worldwide from 1990 to 2004, and point out some of the many problems that remain. Each year, for example, at least 1 million individuals die of malaria, and 300 million are afflicted with acute illness from the disease.
Statistics like these can easily become overwhelming and so lead to the question of whether the contributions of any one individual can significantly affect these outcomes. One of the principal themes of the book is to show that this is possible. It does so primarily though personal accounts of individuals from varying backgrounds and professions, whose work in global health has been no less varied. One story is that of a journalist who helped raise hundreds of thousands of dollars for Ugandan children by organizing walks that mimic what 40 000 children in Uganda do every day to avoid being captured in an ongoing civil war. Another is that of a physician, now the dean of a prominent school of public health, who discovered early in his career that only physicians were allowed to prescribe oral contraceptive medications in Thailand. He helped conduct a study demonstrating that it was safe for nurse midwives to do this by following a simple checklist, leading to fundamental change in family planning services in that and many other countries.
To assist readers in identifying what their own goals in global health might be, the book outlines what the authors see as the 6 major areas of global health opportunities: research, clinical work, short-term work such as consulting, long-term work, education, and developing a new project. It then lays out some considerations to aid in choosing among these options. These considerations include not only aspirations but also constraints such as special medical needs and family concerns like the availability of schooling for children.
Possibly the most valuable chapter of the book is one devoted to even more pragmatic issues involved in trip planning and preparations. This chapter is, in a sense, a tutorial in what most take for granted in daily life but that cannot be assumed as givens in another country, especially one much poorer than the United States. Such basics as the meaning of unfamiliar gestures, and the existence of taboos and other social conventions, are mentioned. Some concerns may become obvious on arrival or after a problem arises but can be taken care of only in advance. For example, the authors recommend obtaining health insurance that includes coverage for medical evacuation for unexpected medical emergencies, to ensure transportation to a suitable medical facility if none is nearby. The chapter concludes with a checklist of what to bring (eg, batteries) and not to bring (eg, most valuables), as well as a timetable for organizing a trip.
The authors point out that, unfortunately, one does not have to travel abroad to encounter conditions like those in underdeveloped countries: " [t] he issues that we attempt to address as 'global health' issues in faraway resource-poor countries often need to be addressed within our own cities" (p 61). They note that lessons learned abroad while working with few resources can also be applied in the United States to achieve better health outcomes in similar settings attributable to poverty or natural disasters.
It is important to be aware that, as its title indicates, this book is a handbook and in part a reference work, not a treatise. More than half is made up of lists of global health organizations and programs. One chapter provides a list of 61 international medical electives, 93 medical language courses, and 15 global health conferences. Internet search engines would generate some of this information, but it is doubtful that they could substitute for the authors' experience and knowledge of the array of alternatives available.
In this and other ways, Caring for the World collects and distills a great deal of useful information. It manages to be both inspirational and appropriately cautionary. Like a guidebook for those visiting a city, especially for the first time, it Book and Media Reviews Section Editor: John L. Zeller, MD, PhD, Contributing Editor. 
THE DISCIPLINE OF GLOBAL HEALTH HAS RECENTLY GIVEN RISE
to dozens of academic health science programs in North America. As a research field, it has been distinguished from international health by its focus on the health of populations that transcends the perspectives of individual nations. Global health ideally integrates medical, public health, and social sciences-including demography, epidemiology, economics, sociology, and political sciences-to address global determinants and distribution of health. Given the enormous influence of widespread poverty and disparity on health, one might expect that the study of poverty and disparity would be a primary subject of interest. Nevertheless, despite vigorous debates among economists on the effect of globalization policies on poverty over the past quarter century, remarkably little attention has been paid to globalization in the field of global health.
Labonté and his coeditors have provided a welcome contribution to this discussion with Globalization and Health: Pathways, Evidence and Policy. The book emanated from the "knowledge network" on globalization, established by the World Health Organization Commission on Social Determinants of Health in 2005. The editors and chapter authors are all well-known experts in global health research and policy. Their combined efforts produce a wonderful volume-the first of its kind-that summarizes and analyzes a wide body of literature to help make inferences about how globalization influences health.
Each chapter is a synthesis of research on a key topic related to globalization. The first chapter begins by asking why improvement of population health slowed during the past several decades, when those decades were characterized by many positive historical changes (eg, end of the cold war, spread of democracy, market reforms, deceleration of birth rates, and the digital/biomedical revolution). The chapter authors walk the reader through a complex multivariate metaanalysis to measure the trends in social determinants of health associated with globalization in various regions of the world.
They find a robust (and rather convincing) association of poor outcomes (slow growth, instability, inequality, and reduced access to health care) with globalization policies introduced in the late 1980s-policies that have been maintained to the present.
Subsequent chapters trace the history of numerous neoliberal economic policies, including aspects of structural adjustment programs and trade liberalization, and analyze the evidence that links these policies to changes in social determinants of health. The chapter by Schrecker on labor markets and equity provides convincing evidence of the frequently deleterious effect of globalization policies on conditions of employment. The chapter by Taylor and Rowson on global financing for health does an excellent job of teasing out the complex and unpredictable streams of aid and how these contribute to health in the context of debt servicing, debt relief, and new instruments of budget support. The chapter by Lister and Labonté on national health systems effectively documents the weakening and disintegration of these systems as a result of World Bank and International Monetary Fund prescriptions for user fees, privatization, and decentralization. Other chapters assess health workforce brain drain, changing patterns of malnutrition, access to pharmaceuticals in the context of increasing intellectual property and patent protection, limitations on national policy space, and the failure of key global institutions to adequately address social determinants of health.
The writing is often dense, but most chapters are eminently readable. The editing is excellent. The chapters are organized coherently, written with consistent style, and each builds on the others. Documentation is superb. I have already shared chapters with my public health graduate students and faculty colleagues; all have praised the book for its clarity and depth.
The book does have some weaknesses. Some of the analyses are excessively theoretical, occasionally without enough concrete examples. Complex analyses are sometimes linked with simplistic solutions. These weaknesses are probably inevitable, given the enormous scope of the book. Moreover, these weaknesses represent a small proportion of an otherwise remarkable assemblage of rigorous yet highly accessible writing.
Globalization and Health sets a high standard for rigor and depth by its critical analysis of highly important and controversial topics of global health. The book is a tremendous asset for educators and policy makers, whether they require an introduction to the issues or a deeper analysis of the evidence. Advocates for health and equity will find the book invaluable, and anyone seriously interested in global health in the current era of globalization will find it a valuable reference.
